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Abstract
The extent to which children’s reading experiences in-
fluence their writing production is not well under-
stood. It is imperative that the connections between
these literacy practices are elucidated in order to in-
form the development of stimulating curricula and to
support children’s development. This paper presents
new data and key findings from a project investigating
relationships between children’s free choice reading
and volitional writing in Key Stage 2 (9–10 years).
The data were collected in two primary schools in
northern England, using mixed methods. Quantitative
data were collected using an online reading survey
taken by 170 children, and qualitative data were pro-
vided through independent writing journals main-
tained by 38 participants. Through analysis of the
data using a multiliteracies approach, we demonstrate
that the writing that children choose to do is influ-
enced by the texts they encounter as readers in terms
of content, text type and linguistic style. The child
readers in this project encountered texts in different
media and created texts in a range of genres. By exam-
ining a sample of children’s written texts from the data
set, we show that children’s interactions and transac-
tions with texts as readers and writers are complex
and multiple. Children creatively work across media,
and in doing so the boundaries of traditional text
genres and styles are redeveloped and redesigned.
These findings highlight the importance of providing
children with opportunities to freely choose and create
texts and recognising the wide variety of text experi-
ences that children bring to their classroom learning.
Key words: free choice writing, free choice reading,
primary school, multiliteracy, multimodal
Introduction
In the 21st century, the proliferation and availability of
texts in multiple modes and media means that such
texts are an integral part of children’s literacy learning.
It is important, therefore, that the relationships be-
tween reading and writing, in both traditional and
new media, are explored in the contexts of children’s
current lived experiences with reading and writing.
Reading for pleasure is well established in the field of
literacy research and has become a significant part of
school and national policy in the UK. However, there
is very little existing literature concerning writing for
pleasure in childhood and its possible connections to
reading experiences.
In 1983, the National Council of Teachers of English in
the USA published a special edition of the Language
Arts journal entitled Reading and Writing in which con-
temporary understanding of the relationship between
reading and writing was explored. Contributors to
the journal (Eckhoff, 1983; Stotsky, 1983) concluded
that, based on a review of the available research evi-
dence at the time, more research was needed to under-
stand how reading and writing were related and that
this knowledge would have important implications
for teaching. In particular, they argued that the separa-
tion of reading and writing into distinct elements
of the curriculum could be challenged by further
research into the reciprocal nature of reading and writ-
ing. Despite the body of work conducted in the 1990s
which concerned reading and writing (Martin and
Leather, 1994; Meek, 1988, 1991; Meek et al., 1977),
the issues raised by Stotsky and Eckhoff about the
relationships between reading and writing have not
yet been thoroughly investigated or resolved. Nearly
30 years later, Miller and McCardle (2010) argued
that “foundational research is needed on writing
[and] the relation of writing to reading” (p. 125). The
research project discussed in this paper was
designed to contribute to current understanding about
reading–writing relationships. In particular, the ques-
tions that this study sought to answer are as follows:
Is there a relationship between texts that children en-
counter in their reading and those they produce in
their free writing?
How does this relationship manifest itself in the
language, forms and structures used by the children
in their writing?
When Meek (1988) wrote “If we want to see what les-
sons have been learned from the texts children read,
we have to look for them in what they write” (p. 38),
she articulated a prevailing understanding of literacy
development as holistic and reading and writing as re-
ciprocal. Barrs (1992) argued that children ‘tune in’ to
the shapes and structures of texts and are then able to
© 2020 The Authors. Literacy published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of United Kingdom Literacy Association
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited.





write in the style, or tune, of the texts they have read.
Similar conclusions were drawn by Bearne and
Watson (2000), exploring children’s responses to texts
they encounter and Fox (1993) in her study of pre‐
school children’s oral story telling. Fox showed that
children with language backgrounds that were rich in
story‐telling language used similar language in their
own story telling.Wolf andHeath (1992)made a further
contribution to knowledge about the potential relation-
ships between reading and writing, by analysing the
language of children during socio‐dramatic play with
a particular focus on the language of literary story tell-
ing. Barrs andCork (2002) also showed, through a class-
room intervention using children’s literature, that the
language and structures of literary texts can be used ef-
fectively as models for children’s own writing in the
classroom. Their description of “the reader in the
writer”, in the book of the same name, continues to be
influential in current thinking about teaching writing
(Cremin, 2015; Young and Ferguson, 2020). These stud-
ies, however, all took literary language as their focus;
their interest was the extent to which encounters with
literary texts had an impact on the subsequent language
use of the children. Language of non‐traditional, non‐
literary or popular culture texts has not been a focus of
research into reading–writing relationships.
For teachers and researchers working with children to-
day, a much broader conceptualisation of what consti-
tutes reading and writing is necessary. Mackey (2016)
provided a model for this which, unlike the previous
studies reviewed, emphasised the potential signifi-
cance of all encountered language for the developing
child. Mackey argued that it is important to remember
“just how intricate are the connections that feed our lit-
erate reactions” (p. 329) and to consider the varied and
multiple sources of those connections. Reading does
include not only the books a child may choose to read
but any engagement with text. Children’s reading
choices, in fact, may not feature paper books at all, par-
ticularly in informal settings outside school. They may
be reading comments under a popular YouTube video,
instructions about how to achieve the next level in a
video game or a blog about a favourite sportsperson
or celebrity. When exploring the way children read
for pleasure, it is important to consider all these
choices. Burnett and Merchant (2018) argued that ideas
about reading for pleasure need to be reconsidered in
the light of children’s emerging digital literacy prac-
tices and the complex way literacy is changing. To limit
notions of what pleasure reading should be is to limit
understanding of children’s experiences of literacy. If
literary language can be said to have an impact on
the language use and writing style used by children,
then other forms of engagement with non‐literary texts
and language styles must also be taken into account.
Children’s free writing is lively, varied and individual,
rooted in the social context in which it occurs. Both
reading and writing are situated social practices
(Street, 1995; Kalantzis and Cope, 2012) which are
learned and developed in a range of social and cultural
settings including the school, the home and the wider
community. Where technical aspects of reading and
writing are commonly taught in formal classroom set-
tings, other communicative and collaborative aspects
of literacy are experienced through relationships
between children and adults, children and their
peers and children, and the texts they encounter
(Mackey, 2016; Dyson, 2003, 2010; Dyson and
Dewayani, 2013). Through writing and reading, chil-
dren cross boundaries between formal and informal
contexts, between texts in different media and through
different modes. As children become familiar with dif-
ferent systems of representation in different types of
text, they are able to experiment in using and applying
these systems themselves. Kress (1997, 2003, 2010)
showed that texts are becoming increasingly multi-
modal, as are children’s experiences of becoming liter-
ate in an age of multimodal representation. Children’s
multimodal writing is embedded in their play and pro-
vides spaces for exploration of identity and friendship
(Dyson, 2019). For many children, these early and con-
tinuing playful engagements with text are digital and
occur in online spaces which did not exist for previous
generations of learners. The potential for such spaces
and contexts is still being realised and explored
(Dowdall, 2006; Marsh, 2010; Merchant, 2009, 2013),
but children are now able to engage imaginatively
and flexibly with a greater range of texts than previous
generations. Across the range of mode and media, chil-
dren may engage with the same stories in different
forms. The popular children’s book series Harry Potter
(Rowling, 1997), for example, may be read, viewed as
a film, played as a video game or in socio‐dramatic
play using costumes and props. Such experiences con-
tribute to children’s understanding of how stories
work and, importantly, how a story is told, by whom
and from whose point of view. The ways in which
children use language to tell their own stories and to
express point of view is as yet under‐researched, espe-
cially when the writing is freely chosen and has not
been set by a teacher to meet a particular purpose.
The National Curriculum for England (2013) provides
a model of writing which emphasises a skills‐based ap-
proach and one in which there are quite specific expec-
tations for different types of writing at different stages
of a child’s education. The sense of a child as a holistic
learner whose social experiences are key to their
literacy development does not align well with the pre-
vailing discourse in schools about the need to teach
particular skills and functions. Literacy, it is implied
in the curriculum, cannot be left to chance, and it is
the role of the education system to ensure that every
child is equally well equipped. Lambirth (2016) exam-
ined the discourses surrounding writing in primary
school and identified an overwhelmingly functionalist
approach, in which children felt that success was mea-
sured in correct spelling and punctuation, in good
handwriting and in meeting the requirements of the
teacher. Cremin and Myhill’s (2012) research has
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established ways in which communities of writing and
writers can be created in schools, which include devel-
oping teachers as writers and increasing understand-
ing of the craft of writing (Cremin and Myhill, 2019).
This research continues to interrogate beliefs about
and attitudes to writing in schools and disrupts the
functionalist narrative. Nevertheless, writing in class-
rooms can be quite narrowly defined as being pen
and paper based and consisting of prose fiction or
non‐fiction in set of specific genres. In the same way
that reading is often positioned in media and educa-
tion discourse as being from traditional paper books,
writing of more informal texts such as social media
messages, lists or notes is not seen to ‘count’ in the
same way as more formal writing (Maybin, 2013).
Cremin and Myhill found that children “appeared to
view themselves somewhat passively as receivers and
producers of written texts for school” (p. 83), which
suggests that writing is experienced as a necessary part
of the curriculum but not something that relates to
children’s own interests. It is not our intention to sug-
gest that all primary classrooms have a narrow view
of writing but to acknowledge the constraints that
teachers may find within the curriculum and in pre-
vailing discourses about writing. The collection of free
choice writing data for this project was intended to
find ways to access children’s authentic writing and




The project used a mixed‐methods interpretative de-
sign and was conducted sequentially over two phases.
Two research tools were developed for the purposes of
data collection. The first, used in phase 1, was an on-
line survey designed to capture children’s reading
habits and preferences in which responses to closed
and open questions were collected. The second, used
in phase 2, was a journal writing activity which was
used to collect children’s free writing samples. To en-
rich the analysis of these samples, informal interviews
were conducted in which participants reflected on
their writing processes and journal entries.
Phase 1
Participants. A total of 170 children from Year 5 and
Year 6 (age range 9–10 years) took part in phase 1.
The children were recruited from two English primary
schools in a West Yorkshire city. The schools were iden-
tified through professional contacts and were a one
form entry 3–11 primary school and a two‐form entry
primary school within the same locality; 59 children
from school A participated of whom 25 were boys
and 34 were girls; 109 children from school B
participated, of whom 58 were boys and 51 were girls;
83 of the participants were in Year 5 and 87 in Year 6. A
consent statement at the start of the survey was com-
pleted by the children, and there were no exclusionary
criteria for participation. The final sample includes all
children from whom consent was obtained.
Materials. The online survey was designed to provide
information about the respondents’ feelings about
reading, the frequency of their reading and their read-
ing preferences. It was designed by the lead researcher
specifically for this project (Taylor, 2019). Its content
was informed by previous surveys used to collect data
on children’s reading. These included National Liter-
acy Trust surveys (Clark, 2014; Clark and Foster, 2005),
What Kids are Reading Report (Topping, 2015) and
Scholastic (2015) Kids and Family Reading Report. Data
were gathered about the genre of texts the participants
preferred in different ways, including through
selecting choices from a list of images of books. This in-
novative, multimodal design was intended to make
the survey more accessible for participants and to align
with the theoretical perspective that informed the pro-
ject – that literacies are situated, multiple and multi-
modal (Cope and Kalantzis, 2009; Pahl and
Rowsell, 2005; Street, 1995). For example, question 7
was presented as text and asked What do you read for
fun? Children could select as many options as they
wanted from the list “stories, picture books, informa-
tion books, newspapers and magazines, comics,
websites for information, puzzles and quizzes, books
which tell you how to do or make something”
Question 8 was presented as images and asked chil-
dren “Which would you choose?” Children were pre-
sented with the images of six titles and asked to
select three they would prefer (see Figure 1).
To collect data about the books that were being read
most frequently by the participants, children were
asked to select book titles they had read from lists of
images of book covers. Finally, there were open ques-
tions in which participants were asked to recommend
a text to a friend and to list the text they had read most
recently. For the purposes of the research project, it was
also important to collect information about children’s
preferred leisure activities, so that instances of reading
and writing which occurred in informal contexts might
also be accounted for. Children were asked about their
preferred activities, with options including writing,
drawing, making things, sport and playing computer
games. The survey comprised 24 questions, and it
was intended that it would take around 15–20 minutes
to complete.
Procedure. The online survey was administered using
onlinesurveys.ac.uk, and the link to the survey was
shared via the class teacher. The survey was open for
a period of 4 weeks and was completed during school
time on school computers. Questions could be left un-
answered if necessary. Each child taking the survey
was given a unique code which identified their school
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by letters and the child participant by a number. The
schools were identified separately so that each school
could receive an individual report of the findings from
the survey using their own data.
Descriptive analysis of the data was conducted using
SPSS. To begin, each question was analysed separately
using data from the whole sample to calculate percent-
ages for each response. Then a unique identification
code was used to disaggregate the data for individual
participants. Descriptive analysis was then carried
out using the data from only those children who took
part in phase 2 of the study. This ensured it was
possible to examine profiles of reading attitudes, habits
and preferences at the level of individual child and to
integrate this information with the qualitative analysis
of their writing samples.
Phase 2
Participants. Thirty‐eight Year 5 children (mean age
9 years) took part in phase 2. These children were
selected from the larger sample who completed phase
1. In consultation with two Year 5 teachers, one from
each participating school, all members of the class
were given the opportunity to take part. In school A,
11 children took part of whom five were boys and six
were girls. In school B, 27 children took part of whom
16 were boys and 11 were girls.
Of these, 10 participants took part in individual infor-
mal interviews conducted at the end of the project,
lasting approximately 20 minutes. Individuals were se-
lected to represent both genders and a cross section of
attainment in writing based on teacher assessment.
Written parental consent was gained, and pupils gave
verbal consent at the start of the interview. There were
five participants from each school of whom five were
boys and five were girls. Both participating teachers
were also interviewed.
Materials. Each child was given an A4 Notebook with
lined and blank alternate pages and pen labelled
with the project logo. An A4 notebook was chosen to
distinguish it from the A5 exercise books used by the
children for schoolwork. Lined and blank pages were
provided so that children could create multimodal
texts if they chose to do so.
Procedure. The notebooks contained a written invita-
tion to use the journal to write freely at school or out-
side of school for a period of 6 weeks. Children were
informed that the writing would not be marked or
assessed but would be read by the researcher and
could be shared with friends. Teachers from the partic-
ipating schools encouraged children’s use of the
journals but did not provide any input or make sug-
gestions about their use. Teachers did not set aside
time in the day when children were expected to write
in their journals, but each allocated time when the
journals could be chosen. For example, in school B,
children could choose to write in their journals during
free reading time after lunch. In school A, the journals
were an option when tasks had been completed in les-
sons. Children could also choose to take the journals
home. Each school was visited at regular intervals dur-
ing the 6‐week period. The participants brought their
journals into school to share their writing during these
visits. All of the texts the children created were
photographed, and the children kept the original note-
books. Interviews were conducted in a spare classroom
next to the children’s own classroom in school A and in
school B in a space in the school library. Interviews
were informal and lasted approximately 10–20 mi-
nutes. The same unique identification code given to
pupils participating in the survey was used for the
writing journals so that their survey responses, writing
journals and interview responses could be linked
whilst maintaining anonymity. Interviews were coded
using In‐Vivo coding (Saldaña, 2015) to categorise the
participants’ responses for reading and for writing.
In‐Vivo coding is a method for coding qualitative data
which uses verbatim language from the participants. It
was used because the children’s specific words and
means of expression when talking about their reading
and writing were important to the overall analysis
and the aims of the study. Responses were used to
inform analysis of the writing journals. The texts that
children contributed to the writing journals were
categorised according to genre as detailed in the
following section.
Figure 1: A sample from the online survey.
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Findings. The data presented in this article are taken
from the writing journals, and the focus of analysis is
on the children’s writing. Detailed analysis of the sur-
vey and interviews is not presented here, but it may
be referred to in discussion of the writing samples.
One hundred seventy‐eight pieces of writing were
collected. Of these, 37 were narrative fiction, 43 were
narrative non‐fiction, 48 were comic strips and labelled
illustrations and 50 were playful texts such as lists,
puzzles and acrostics. The texts were coded by genre
so that each child’s writing choices could be consid-
ered alongside their stated reading preferences; 88%
of the participants chose to write the kind of text they
liked to read. Children who stated that they liked to
read comics, for example, were likely to write comics;
children who liked to read stories were likely to write
stories, and children who said they enjoyed informa-
tion books were likely to write information texts. Even
where children wrote several different genres in their
journals the connection remained, they were more
likely to be types of text they had said that they liked
to read.
Only 35% of children said that they liked to write for
fun, but in contrast to this, the writing journals were
well used, and a considerable amount of writing was
produced overall. Furthermore, whilst 87% of survey
respondents were able to recommend a favourite text
to a friend, a much lower percentage (61%) said that
they read for fun. These data suggest that children’s
perceptions of what counts as reading and writing
may differ in formal and informal contexts and that
school literacies may be experienced differently to
those that are freely chosen. Their survey responses
may have reflected a school‐based view of reading
and writing, rather than the broader range of practices
they engaged in.
In the following sections, we present three vignettes
to exemplify the types of writing created by the chil-
dren. The analysis and interpretation of the writing
are informed by a multiliteracies approach in which
children’s engagement with texts is perceived as so-
cially situated practice, and literary stylistics through
which language use and the contexts of that use can
be described. Links are made between the children’s
reading choices and their writing, with some more
general comments relating to the wider data set. The
writing is not considered with reference to any
National Curriculum criteria for writing at Key Stage
2 because this was not appropriate for the types of
writing produced.
Narration – becoming the story teller
A common feature of the writing in this data set was
that majority of children wrote in a way which directly
addressed and engaged with the reader. Only two
writing samples contained any description; there was
much greater emphasis on events and narrator voice.
Typically, the stories opened with an address from
the writer in role as narrator of the story. Tina wrote
“hey, my name is called Rose and for some reason I
am a mermaid and I want legs” at the beginning of
her story. Sunita similarly positioned herself as narra-
tor by stating her intent to tell a story. She said “I will
write a story about The Man who Talked to Birds.
The story beginned like this”. Matthew wrote “Dear
Diary, Today I went to my new school and it is not a
normal school because you need a bike for this
school”. As well as acknowledging that he was taking
on the role of a diary writer, he demonstrated knowl-
edge of the form and style of diary writing. Elias wrote
“If you had a really cute massive dog would you want
him/her to leave after you’ve been best buds for ages?
Exactly! No!” In doing so, he created an interrogative
relationship with the reader, in which the reader is in-
vited to respond personally and to imagine being in a
conversation with the writer.
The fact that the children chose to narrate in this way,
and often to address the reader, seems to echo
Fludernik’s claim that it is not plot that is important
in a story but the voice of the teller and the way the
story is told (Fludernik, 1996). Fludernik argued that
“the presence of an anthropomorphic protagonist,
through which actions and events are filtered”
(Semino, 2011, p. 418) was essential for a reader to en-
gage fully with the world of the text. However, it is also
important to note that children’s books which are writ-
ten for this age group (middle grade) often have a char-
ismatic narrator from whose perspective the story is
told and with whom the reader is invited to identify.
Contemporary examples include David Walliams,
author of bestsellers such as Billionaire Boy (2010); Jeff
Kinney, author of Diary of a Wimpy Kid (2007); and L.
Pichon, author of the Tom Gates (2011) series. All of
these authors featured in the top 10 most commonly
read books in the survey data. In addition, popular dig-
ital cultures that children may engage with, such as
YouTube and vlogging sites, are characterised by the
personality of the teller and the way they narrate, in-
form and instruct viewers. The data indicate that the
texts that the children were engaging with, either as
books, films, videos or games, likely had an impact on
the texts that they chose to write, and in particular,
how they chose to narrate. To illustrate the narrative
style prevalent in the writing samples, we present and
discuss Vignette 1 by Viki.
Figure 2 depicts a page of a writing journal by Viki,
who says:
‘I like video games and my favourite one is minecraft and
roblox. I have a pet named bop. I used to have two but Top
died (I miss her ). My favourite websites are Movie Star
Planet and google feud. I have loads of besties like Mollie,
Maisie, Rheyat, Emily, Macie and so many friends. This
is me.’
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Viki’s text presents her as a consumer of popular cul-
ture and someone who is familiar with the language
of popular culture. She assumes shared understanding
with the reader, the expectation is that they will be fa-
miliar with Minecraft, Roblox and Movie Star Planet and
the cultural references associated with them. By refer-
ring to her friends as ‘besties’ and emphasising the fact
that she has a lot of friends, Viki’s narrator voice is
aligned with cultural narratives of friendship and pop-
ularity associated with teen popular culture, YouTube
stars and vloggers. Viki includes an illustration of her-
self, which further emphasises her identification with
markers of physical and cultural status such as big
eyes, long hair and headphones. Viki adds detail in
her drawing that is not included in her text. She draws
what, it seems reasonable to suppose, is an idealised
version of herself and how she would like to be seen.
In the survey, Viki responded she enjoyed Girl Online
by Zoe Sugg (YouTube star Zoella), and her writing
suggests that she aspires to the kind of identity Zoella
presents. After ‘This is me’, Viki adds three emoji style
symbols (two smiling faces and one winking face), and
when she writes about the loss of her pet, she uses an
emoji style symbol to emphasise the emotion. The use
of the three semiotic systems of text, symbol and
illustration relates to her encounters with text. For
example, she stated that she played computer games
(as did 66% of participants), regularly joined in with
chat on games (as did 25% of participants) and enjoyed
writing text messages (as did 18% participants).
Words and pictures – multimodal texts
Multimodal texts do not feature in the programmes of
study for English in KS1 or 2; however, 60% of the
writing samples used text and image to create mean-
ing. In addition, six of the top 10 books according to
the survey data were multimodal, suggesting that chil-
dren’s reading preferences had an impact on the texts
they chose to write. Pantaleo’s studies of children cre-
ating multimodal texts (Pantaleo, 2010, 2012, 2015)
demonstrate how skilfully children can work in multi-
modal ways and how they can utilise complex forms
such as multi‐diegetic story telling and disruption of
narrative boundaries. However, it is important to note
that these studies examined classroom interventions,
in which a teacher worked with children and
taught them about comics, graphic novels and the
story‐telling features of such texts. In the case of the
data from this project, all the children who chose to
write in comic strip form did so without direction.
The class teachers had not worked with their pupils
on multimodal texts, and indeed in the interviews,
both participating teachers tended to position writing
as a set of skills that needed to be taught. To exemplify
Figure 2: A writing journal entry by Viki.
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the types of multimodal text present in the writing
samples, we present and discuss Vignette 2, a comic
strip, by Joe.
Vignette 2 – Joe. Joe’s journal contained several different
comic strips; Figure 3 presents one example entitled
“Jeff the boy with a big head!” Joe narrates each strip
individually from within the boundaries of the comic
strip but also as author of the whole journal, addresses
the reader directly and gives guidance about how the
journal should be approached. Joe uses the multimodal
resources at his disposal – image and text – in highly
effective ways. Neither mode would be sufficient to
tell the story alone; he uses image and text together
demonstrating subtle understanding of the comic strip
form.
The visual images give information that is not avail-
able in the narrated text. In the second panel, the text
reveals that Jeff is bullied for his big head, but it is
the images which demonstrate the specific form the
bullying takes – being pointed and laughed at (even
by a passing bird). In the third panel, which shows Jeff
going on holiday, there is a visual joke which is not al-
luded to in the written text. Jeff’s head is shown taking
up the whole of the aircraft window, unlike the heads
of the other passengers. Similarly, in panels 4 and 5,
Joe narrates a basic version of the story “He visits the
Himalayas” and “He finds a strange house”, whilst
providing visual information in place of further
description. In panel 4, the visual perspective allows
the reader to see the mountains as Jeff sees them,
looking at and beyond a back view of the character,
at the same time being given an insight into his emo-
tional response through the speech bubble text
‘wow’. In panel 6, an additional comment appears out-
side of the narration panel asking, “Where are all these
question marks coming from?” The comment is not
given a speech bubble or thought bubble but appears
to refer directly to the reader, commenting upon the
physical aspect of the text. It draws attention to the
semiotic systems at work in the text, in which the ques-
tion mark symbol is used in illustrations to indicate
bafflement, lack of understanding and questioning. In
the seventh panel, the wise monkey shrinks Jeff’s head
and Joe uses visual metaphor to demonstrate this. Sev-
eral concentric circles represent the way that the head
is becoming smaller, and the wavy lines show the
power coming from the monkey’s hands which cause
the head to shrink. Joe has represented movement in
a static visual image using repeated images, a common
approach in comics and graphic novels. Hick (2012)
described the complex symbol system used in comics
which includes specific visual metaphors (such as
seeing stars); Joe experiments with this system and
applies visual metaphors effectively.
In the final panel, Jeff returns to school with a now
average sized head, and the text “When Jeff gets back
he’s the coolest kid in school” is elaborated in the
images. A female figure looks towards him with heart
Figure 3: A writing journal entry by Joe.
Literacy Volume 00 Number 00 xxxx 2020 7
© 2020 The Authors. Literacy published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of United Kingdom Literacy Association
shaped eyes, and again the physical characteristics of
the text contribute to the overall meaning. The choices
Joe makes about how to tell his story demonstrates so-
phisticated control of the comic strip genre. Joe took an
interest in reading andwriting and had a love of comics
and cartoons. His survey choices reflected his stated
preferences for comics, cartoons and illustrated books
such as Diary of a Wimpy Kid and Tom Gates. In inter-
view, Joe said that he enjoyed reading The Beano and
annuals with ‘popular characters’. All of Joe’s journal
entries were comic strips; he had enjoyed making them
and said in interview “I prefer doing comics… you can
just do what you want it’s fun”. It seems likely that
Joe’s strengths in writing in this form are drawn from
his experiences with reading similar texts, but it is also
important to note that he viewed the creation of these
texts with pleasure, in both process and end product.
Digital transformations
In the survey, 66% of participants stated that playing
computer games and social media was a leisure
activity they would engage in for fun, and the same
number chose watching films and television. In addi-
tion, a significant category of books chosen in the free
text questions were those specifically related to digital
and visual media. Texts written by or about popular
YouTube stars, pop musicians, computer games or
films were listed by 33 respondents. This further
emphasised the important role popular media plays
in children’s free choice reading and the ways in which
children’s culture influences their reading choices. For
many of the children in the project, interaction with
digital media, whether in the form of video games,
websites, entertainment accessed through the internet,
or social media platforms, was commonplace. The im-
pact of digital technologies on children’s developing
literacies continues to be widely researched (Bailey,
2016; Kucirkova and Cremin, 2020; Marsh, 2005 2009,
2013; Potter, 2012), and the influence of digital
practices was evident in some of the writing journals.
As an illustration of how children incorporated their
digital experiences into their written journal entries,
we present and discuss Vignette 3 by Xavier.
Vignette 3 – Xavier. Xavier produced several comic
strips relating to Pokémon. He makes an intertextual
Figure 4: A writing journal entry by Xavier.
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reference in the example shown in Figure 4 by writing
about “Pokémon Hunger Games”, imagining a
hybrid between the popular book and film series
(Collins, 2008; Ross and Lawrence, 2012‐2015) and
the Pokémon video games and films, representing them
both in a paper‐based text. Interestingly, Xavier’s
comic strip is a representation of his real‐world experi-
ences of playing Pokémon, rather than a narrative told
in comic form based on the game. For example, in the
top left‐hand corner of the final panel, a small box
contains the face of a character shouting ‘Yeeesss!!!’ in
celebration when “a wild magicarp appeared!” The
character is labelled as a ‘You‐tube face‐cam’. This is
a very clear example of the way Xavier moves between
modes, by showing features of digital texts he rede-
fines the boundaries of the type of text he is creating.
In a comic strip, even one which is multi‐diegetic and
has more than one narrator, story and mode of com-
munication, it is unusual to see a real‐world figure
presented as a participant. The panel appears to repre-
sent Xavier’s experiences of either playing or watching
someone else playing the game online. YouTube
videos, in which presenters play video games, are
extremely popular with children in this age group.
For many, it seems that the pleasure of watching a
more experienced person play outweighs the pleasure
of playing the game (Marsh, 2010; Merchant, 2013).
Xavier’s narrative approach had much in common
with children’s prose writing. He regularly added
comments ‘aside’ directed towards the reader, such as
“Just so you know” when a picture needed some more
explanation and “I couldn’t fit it in! ” when some writ-
ing over‐spilt a panel boundary. In interview, Xavier
said that to improve it he would “have a character,
aka me, that would just guide you through the entire
book”. This indicated that he deliberately positioned
himself within his texts as narrator. Xavier’s reading
preferences included Diary of a Wimpy Kid, Tom Gates
and Timmy Failure. He commented that “pictures I
think are very good in books” and was reading a book
version of a Pokémon film whilst writing his journal.
In the survey, Xavier indicated that he did not like
reading or writing but given the prolific nature of his
contributions to the writing journal, this raises ques-
tions about how he perceived reading and writing. It
is possible that reading and writing have narrower def-
initions in his mind and that he did not associate the
kinds of texts he was producing with these notions.
Conclusions
The data from this research project demonstrate that
there are important connections between children’s free
choice reading and their free choice writing. This is a
very important finding because it provides evidence
that encountered texts do indeed have an impact on cre-
ated texts; childrenwhose repertoire of reading is broad
are likely to have a broad range of approaches to writ-
ing. The findings suggest that not only do children feel
a desire to write the kinds of texts they have enjoyed
reading but that they feel competent and able to work
in that style. Given thatmany of the types of textwritten
by the children, in particular the multimodal texts, do
not commonly feature in classroom teaching, this key
finding also generates further questions about how chil-
dren are developing confidence and competence in
written genres they have not been taught.
The participants in this project were limited, to some
extent, by the traditional form of the writing journal.
Nevertheless, the medium provided opportunities for
the children to make their own choices about what
and how to write and to make connections with texts
encountered in a range of media. In fact, it was notable
that the children did not appear to be constrained by
the traditional pen and paper tools for creating texts.
Children’s free choice writing which occurs in other
contexts and media, such as emergent digital writing
(Chamberlain, 2018; Parry and Taylor, 2021, In press,
forthcoming), will be of interest for further research
in this area.
The examples given in this paper from the wider data
set make it clear that children skilfully replicate stylis-
tic and linguistic features of their preferred text types.
Children choose to write the kinds of texts that they
like to read and experience of reading particular types
of text makes them competent writers in the genre.
This is true whether or not the language and style of
the encountered texts is literary, and whether the read-
ing has occurred in traditional or newer forms. Chil-
dren’s engagement with texts as readers and as writers
is holistic (Parry and Taylor, 2018) in the sense that
their reading choices inform their writing in a range
of different ways, including form, content, style and
language. Children’s responses to encountered texts
are reflected in their creation of texts, and they make
use of their experience with texts to redesign and
explore the boundaries of texts in imaginative ways.
Children’s free choice writing shows that they are
imaginative and creative in their use of language and
that they can use a variety of text types with confi-
dence and skill. In the data set, there is evidence of
fruitful interactions between schooled and informal
literacy practices, and of transformational work with
different texts that have been encountered in a range
of media. Popular cultural and digital texts, alongside
fiction and non‐fiction books and comics, provide a
rich resource through which children learn to write in
different ways. Children are skilled story tellers and
can present different points of view through narration;
they can use different semiotic systems to write
multimodally and can create texts which engage with
those they have encountered. It is important, therefore,
that teachers find spaces to allow children to write
freely and have the opportunity to understand more
about the texts children are encountering outside of
school. The school curriculum needs to be more re-
sponsive to the experiences of children so that literacy
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skills developed across multiple modes and media are
celebrated and recognised. Further research into the
ways that such skills and experiences can be incorpo-
rated into existing curriculum frameworks is essential.
Attention also needs to be paid to how future curricula
can respond to children’s lived experiences. If children
are positioned as ‘reader–writers’ in which reading
and writing are not separate skills but part of the same
set of processes (Oatley, 2003), then there will be bene-
fits for reading and writing in the classroom and for
children as individuals.
Acknowledgement
The funding from Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC) White Rose Doctoral Research was
awarded to Dr. Lucy Taylor.
References
BAILEY, C. (2016) Free the sheep: improvised song and performance
in and around a minecraft community. Literacy, 50.2, pp. 62–71.
BARRS, M. (1992) ‘The tune on the page’, in K. KIMBERLEY, M.
MEEK, J. MILLER (Eds.) New Readings: Contributions to an Under-
standing of Literacy. London: A & C Black.
BARRS, M. and CORK, V. (2002) The Reader in the Writer. United
Kingdom: CLPE.
BEARNE, E. and WATSON, V. (2000) Where Texts and Children Meet.
London: Routledge.
BURNETT, C. and MERCHANT, G. (2018) Affective encounters: en-
chantment and the possibilities of reading for pleasure. Literacy, 52,
pp. 62–69.
CHAMBERLAIN, L. (2018) Places, spaces and local customs:
honouring the private worlds of out‐of‐school text creation. Liter-
acy, 53.1, pp. 39–45.
CLARK, C. (2014) The reading lives of 8–11 year olds 2005–2013.
CLARK, C. and FOSTER, A. (2005) Children and Young Peoples’ Read-
ing Habits and Preferences. The Who, What, Why, Where and When.
National Literacy Trust. https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-ser-
vices/research-reports/childrens-and-young-peoples-reading-
habits-and‐preferences‐2005‐who‐what‐why‐where‐and‐when/
COLLINS, S. (2008) The Hunger Games. London: Scholastic.
COPE, B. and KALANTZIS, M. (2009) “Multiliteracies”: new liter-
acies, new learning. Pedagogies: An International Journal, 4, p. 164.
CREMIN, T. (2015) Teaching English Creatively. London: Routledge.
CREMIN, T. and MYHILL, D. (2012)Writing Voices: Creating Commu-
nities of Writers. London: Routledge.
CREMIN, T. and MYHILL, D. (2019–2020) Craft of Writing. Educa-
tion Endowment Foundation. https://educationendowment
foundation.org.uk/projects‐and‐evaluation/projects/craft‐of‐
writing/
DOWDALL, C. (2006) Dissonance between the digitally created
words of school and home. Literacy, 40, pp. 153–163.
DYSON, A. H. (2003) The Brothers and Sisters Learn to Write: Popular
Literacies in Childhood and School Cultures. New York; London:
Teachers College Press.
DYSON, A. H. (2010) Writing childhoods under construction:
re‐visioning ‘copying’ in early childhood. Journal of Early Childhood
Literacy, 10, pp. 7–31.
DYSON, A. H. (2019) ‘We’re playing sisters, on paper!’: children
composing on graphic playgrounds. Literacy, 54, p. 2.
DYSON, A. H. and DEWAYANI, S. (2013) ‘Writing in childhood
cultures’, in K. HALL, T. CREMIN, B. COMBER, L. C. MOLL
(Eds.) International Handbook of Research on Children’s Literacy,
Learning and Culture. Oxford: Wiley‐Blackwell.
ECKHOFF, B. (1983) How reading affects children’s writing.
Language Arts, 60, pp. 607–616.
FLUDERNIK, M. (1996) Towards a ’natural’ Narratology. London, New
York: Routledge.
FOX, C. (1993) At the Very Edge of the Forest: The Influence of Literature
on Storytelling by Children. London: Cassell.
HICK, H. D. (2012) ‘The language of comics’, in A. MESKIN and R.
COOK (Eds.) The Art of Comics: A Philosophical Approach. Wiley
Blackwell.
KALANTZIS, M. and COPE, B. (2012) Literacies. Port Melbourne, Vic:
Cambridge University Press.
KRESS, G. (1997) Before Writing: Rethinking the Paths to Literacy.
London: Routledge.
KRESS, G. (2003) Literacy in the New Media Age. Routledge.
KRESS, G. (2010) Multimodality: A Social Semiotic Approach to Contem-
porary Communication. London: Routledge.
KUCIRKOVA, N. and CREMIN, T. (2020) Children Reading for
Pleasure in the Digital Age; Mapping Reader Engagement. London:
Sage.
LAMBIRTH, A. (2016) Exploring children’s discourses of writing.
English in Education, 50, pp. 215–232.
MACKEY, M. (2016) One Child Reading: My Auto‐bibliography.
Alberta. Canada: The University of Alberta Press.
MARSH, J. (2005) Popular culture, new media and digital literacy in early
childhood. London: Routledge.
MARSH, J. (2010) Young children’s play in online virtual worlds.
Journal of Early Childhood Research, 8, p. 23.
MARTIN, T. and LEATHER, B. (1994) Readers and Texts in the Primary
Years. Oxford: OUP.
MAYBIN, J. (2013) What counts as reading? PIRLS, EastEnders and
the man on the flying trapeze. Literacy, 47, pp. 59–66.
MEEK, M. (1988) How Texts Teach What Readers Learn. Stroud:
Thimble Press.
MEEK, M. (1991) On Being Literate. London: Bodley Head.
MEEK, M., WARLOW, A. and BARTON, G. (1977) The Cool Web: The
Pattern of Children’s Reading. London: The Bodley Head.
MERCHANT, G. (2009) Literacy in virtual worlds. Journal of Research
in Reading, 32, pp. 38–56.
MERCHANT, G. (2013) Virtual Literacies: Interactive Spaces for
Children and Young People. New York, NY: Routledge.
MILLER, B. and MCCARDLE, P. (2010) Reflections on the need for
continued research on writing. Reading and Writing, 24,
pp. 121–132.
National Curriculum for England. (2013) Department for Education.
OATLEY, K. (2003) ‘Writing and reading’, in J. A. S. GAVINS, GE-
RARD (Eds.) Cognitive Poetics in Practice. London: Routledge.
PAHL, K. and ROWSELL, J. (2005) Literacy and Education: Under-
standing the New Literacy Studies in the Classroom. London: Paul
Chapman.
PANTALEO, S. (2010) Developing narrative competence through
reading and writing metafictive texts. Literacy Research and Instruc-
tion, 49, pp. 264–281.
PANTALEO, S. (2012) Middle‐school students reading and creating
multimodal texts: a case study. Education, 3‐13.40, pp. 295–314.
PANTALEO, S. (2015) Exploring the intentionality of design in the
graphic narrative of one middle‐years student. Journal of Graphic
Novels and Comics, 6, pp. 398–418.
PARRY, B. and TAYLOR, L. (2018) Readers in the round: children’s
holistic engagement with texts. Literacy, 52, pp. 103–110.
PARRY, B. and TAYLOR, L. (2021, In press) Emergent digital liter-
acies. Theory Into Practice Special Issue.
POTTER, J. (2012) Digital Media and Learner Identity: The New Curator-
ship. New York: Palgrave.
ROSS, G. and LAWRENCE, F. (2012‐2015) Film Series. USA:
Lionsgate.
ROWLING, J. K. (1997) Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone.
London: Bloomsbury.
SALDAÑA, J. (2015) The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers.
Sage: Los Angeles.
Scholastic. (2015) Kids and family reading report.
SEMINO, E. (2011) Diexis and Fictional Minds. Style, 45.3,
pp. 418–440.
STOTSKY, S. (1983) Research on reading/writing relationships: a
synthesis and suggested directions. Language Arts, 60, pp. 627–642.
10 We read, we write
© 2020 The Authors. Literacy published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of United Kingdom Literacy Association
STREET, B. (1995) Social Literacies: Critical Approaches to Literacy in
Development, Ethnography and Education. New York; London:
Longman.
TAYLOR, L. E. 2019. We read, we write: investigating the relation-
ship between children’s reading and their writing in upper pri-
mary school.
TOPPING, K. (2015) What kids are reading: The book reading habits
of students in British schools.
WOLF, S. A. and HEATH, S. B. (1992) The Braid of Literature:
Children’s Worlds of Reading. Cambridge, Mass; London: Harvard
University Press.
YOUNG, R. and FERGUSON, F. (2020) Real‐world Writers; A
Handbook for Teaching Writing with 7–11 Year Olds. Oxford:
Routledge.
CONTACT THE AUTHORS
Dr Lucy Taylor, Lecturer in Primary English
Education, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK.
email: l.taylor@leeds.ac.uk
Paula Clarke, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK
Literacy Volume 00 Number 00 xxxx 2020 11
© 2020 The Authors. Literacy published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of United Kingdom Literacy Association
